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The higher education sector faced increasingly tense to transform due to the digitization 
that reshapes the world in the 21st century to strengthen and improve the teaching and 
learning environment. The present critical success factors driven by global-profit-making 
reform institutions are affected by both external and internal issues. This systematic 
article review expounds on the instrumental transformation variables that influence 
higher education institutions globally. The exploration of these variables is not a new 
phenomenon in this research field and has long gained numerous scholars' attention. 
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However, most of these past inquiries overlooked the effects of cultural and contextual 
components, where the higher education landscape perspectives are often 
underrepresented. Hence, this study aims to fill this gap by critically reviewing a 
considerable amount of past studies on the changes in Asian educational institutions. The 
Systematic Review approach was adopted for data analysis, accessing main journal 
databases and search engines through Elsevier, ResearchGate, Google Scholar, 
ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Scopus, Emerald and EBSCO. The search efforts resulted 
in a corpus of 33 articles were reviewed. As a result of the thematic analyses, eight main 
themes were formulated namely, Globalization, Income Generation and Financial Implication, 
Institutional Policies, Knowledge Management, Learning Innovation, Governance in 
Institutional Restructuring, Synergy, and Leadership as dominant variables for the higher 
education sector. Several recommendations were also presented for the reference of 
relevant parties and future scholars.  
 




Institutional transformation is seen as an approach to strengthen the independence and 
managing changes in both the governance and the management of institutions (Wright 
& Ørberg, 2015). The governance of an institution involves the structures and processes 
of decision-making, whereas the management of an institution entails the 
implementation of these decisions. The decision-making process and its implementation 
may require the creation of new structures, specific allocation resources criteria for 
activities, allotment of tasks to different groups, and effective evaluations of performance. 
In this case, structures often refer to offices, positions, and formal roles within an 
organization while criteria include the basis for distribution of responsibilities and 
resources to all lower-level units within an organization. According to Mader et al., 
(2013), change management, leadership, support, and governance are pertinent factors in 
maintaining the sustainability of an institution. Studies by Azman et al. (2016), Balas et 
al. (2008), Cano (2017) and Loh & Mohd Yusof (2018) presented consistent findings where 
leadership, staff buy-in, operations, incentives structure and empowerment are some key 
factors affecting transformational success in higher institutions. Azman et al. (2016) also 
mentioned that transformation comes with designated institutional policies alongside 
financial investments. On the other hand, Shariffuddin et al. (2017) listed globalization, 
internationalization, world-class rankings, government policies, corporatization and 
privatization, governance, academic career, and academic activities as catalysts of change 
in Malaysian higher institutions. It also focuses on refining the skills and capabilities of 
human capital in building capacity for economic and social expansion (Burnes & Jackson, 
2011; Maassen et al., 2017). These are the additional challenges that leaders need to 
address which are mass drivers of performance and sustainability. 
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 The process of transformation has exerted a considerable impact on the overall 
institutional functions and various groups within the university’s organization. Experts 
claimed that the restructuring process has, to a certain extent, altered the university’s 
mission, whereas others feel that there the reformation of the system was a final resort. 
Strong instances of resistance to these changes and the restructuring process are common 
in many countries. The continuous process of bargaining and negotiating is significant in 
the restructuring effort where certain universities have been more successful than others 
in their implementation of change. Therefore, there is a need to investigate the key 
institutional factors in enabling successful transformations of the higher education 
landscape. Hence, this systematic review of articles focuses on these transformational 
factors from the perspectives of Asian educational institutions. This observation in 
literature collected from scientific research leads to the conclusion that higher institutions 
emphasize different factors that determined the success of the reform process. Therefore, 
this study is to explore potential indicators for a better understanding to address the 
question: What are the pertinent factors that enable effective and successful reform 




This research consists of a systematic literature review (SLR) process which approach is 
strengthened via a more transparent article retrieving process, a wider area of prominent 
research with more significant objectives that can control research bias (Andy Siddaway, 
2014; Kitchenham & Ebse, 2007; Okoli, 2015; Tasdemir & Gazo, 2018). Apart from that, 
this approach also seemingly motivates the researcher to produce quality evidence with 
more significant results (Mallett et al., 2012). 
 The response to the evolution and innovation in the pedagogy of academic 
research and knowledge‐based economy has caused remarkable changes in the traits and 
functions of higher education institutions around the world. Higher education has 
become a prominent agenda in improving the global socio-economic status and the 
delivery of quality development.  
 Institutional transformation involves the process of an organization shifting its 
business model to a desired future state, and obviously is a long term and continuous 
process (Kotter, 1995). Brown (2017) mentioned that managing change is the collision of 
thoughtful development with unintended consequences where he puts forth – 
“Without productively engaging people, successful change is impossible”. He also stated that if 
a change does not prompt better logical and emotional sense, perhaps the change should 
not be implemented. Propelled by the driving force of technology and globalization, the 
economic landscape continuously transforms in a way that undermines the relevance of 
how a firm should be managed and what underlies its success (Prastacos et al., 2002). In 
this new millennium, it is more challenging for an organization to sustain its competency 
or even survive in a diverse market. When an organization is threatened by 
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environmental changes such as crisis or competition, it is apparent that there is a need 
for effective communication as technology develops and higher customer demands are 
made. Institutional transformation is not an option as it is a fundamental necessity in 
succeeding within the new competitive landscape (Hamel & Prahalad, 1996). Institutions 
need to evaluate its performance by reviewing its business strategies, corporate structure, 
operational process, and human capital policies to identify areas that are in need of 
constant transformation. These changes have to be implemented accordingly to maintain 
its competitive advantages. While education has been regarded as the asset for 
improvising teaching and learning agenda (Lee, 2002), organizational culture assist 
institutions to transform and develop for the better (Mzangwa, 2019). 
 Real transformation begins from the heart of the organizational team. The 
collaborative intent to focus on any shortcomings and to exceed organizational 
expectations, produce highly exceptional results. Previous literature from other 
industries including manufacturing and healthcare concluded that numerous factors can 
influence the transformational success in an organization. The internal factors affecting 
organizational transformation are identified as - the vision and mission of the institution, 
income generation/financial management, organizational culture, institutional 
governance and autonomy, networking and synergy, integrated system and 
technological development, research and innovation, leadership/talent management, 
decision making and communication. On the other hand, the external factors that affect 
the strategic initiatives of an organization as a whole comprised of economical changes, 
political changes, globalization/internationalization, knowledge management, and social 
culture. This comparison is important to identify whether the internal or external factors 
have a greater impact on higher education transformation, allowing institutions to 
implement effective measures in sustaining global competition. To date, investigations 
were focused on the transformational relationship involving the aforementioned factors. 
However, the best referred practices concerning the major indicators in Asian higher 
education perspective remains limited.  
 
3. Materials and Methods 
 
This section explains the three sub-sections of the methodology namely, the systematic 
review process, the data abstraction process and the data analysis process in the current 
research. This is a qualitative multiple case study approach highlighting particularly 
higher education institutions around the world. Data were collected from many sources 
and analysed using Nvivo12. 
 
3.1 The Systematic Review Process for Article Selection 
3.1.1. Identification of Articles 
The systematic review process in identifying relevant articles for the present study 
comprised of three main stages (Shaffril et al., 2020). The first stage is where keywords 
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are identified and through the process, the researcher managed to generate twelve 
themes and keywords related to the factors contributing to transformation success. This 
was then followed by the process of searching for related and similar terms based on 
thesaurus, dictionaries, encyclopaedia, and past researches. Accordingly, search strings 
on ResearchGate, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, Web of Science, Scopus, Elsevier, 
Emerald, and EBSCO for the search engine and database search and Mendeley reference 
manager was included and databases were developed (refer to Table 1) after all keywords 
were determined. The search process managed to successfully retrieve a total of 428 
articles from all databases based on similar keywords and themes. Hence, in total, 428 
articles were retrieved in the first stage of the systematic review process. 
 
Table 1: The Search String 
Database Search String  




TITLE-ABS-KEY(("transformation") OR ("change*management") OR 
("reformation") AND (higher education)) 
Others (Scholar, Elsevier, 
Emerald) 
(("transformation") OR ("change*management") OR ("reformation") AND 
(higher education) AND (factors) AND (Challenge) 
 
3.1.2. Screening  
The purpose of screening materials from the first stage was to remove duplicating and 
unrelated articles. In this case, a total of 368 articles from the first stage were excluded. It 
was decided that only journal (research articles) were to be analysed while book chapters 
and conference proceedings were excluded from the current research. It is crucial to note 
that a 14-year (2005 - 2019) timeline was chosen for the purpose of this study. Studies 
conducted globally were also selected as comparative bases as they are in line with the 
objective of this review. The journal articles were shortlisted based on the selection 
criteria (Refer to Table 2). 
 
Table 2: The Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 





Journals (review), book series, book, chapter in a book, 
conference proceeding 
Language English Non-English 
Timeline Between 2005 and 2019 < 2004 
 
3.1.3. Eligibility  
A total of 47 articles were prepared for the third stage of the review: the eligibility stage. 
At this stage, the titles, abstracts, and the main contents of all the articles were carefully 
examined to ensure that they fulfilled the inclusion criteria and are suitable for achieving 
the objectives of the current research. Consequently, a total of 33 remaining articles with 
empirical methodology were selected for analysis (See Figure 1). 
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3.1.4. Data Abstraction and Analysis 
This study utilized the integrative review technique, which analyses and synthesizes 
diverse research designs simultaneously (qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods), 
hence, reviews can be conducted systematically and rigorously (Whittemore R. and Knafl 
K., 2005).  
 The process involves tagging materials into appropriate themes based on thematic 
analysis. Forty-seven eligible articles were examined and after a thorough assessment, a 
total of twelve (12) themes were derived for the analysis. However, for this study 
objective, only eight (8) main themes namely Globalization, Income Generation and Financial 
Implication, Institutional Policies, Knowledge Management and Learning Innovation, 
Governance in Institutional Restructuring, Synergy, Culture, and Leadership will be further 
finalized as the most pertinent success factors for Malaysia higher education. These 
themes were discussed and developed as the results of the study. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
Twelve themes related to the transformation elements that incorporate previous research 
points of view from several countries and from other sectors such as manufacturing and 
healthcare between 2001 to 2017 appeared to be similar to the scenario of Malaysian 
Records retrieved using databases 
(Scopus, Web of Science and  
Google Scholar)  
(n = 428) 
 
Materials published before 2009, published in non-English and 
published in a form of proceeding, book chapters, book series, 
book etc. and the field of non-social science were excluded   
(n = 368) 
 
Duplicates records were removed  
(n = 1)  
 
Total records after screening  
(n = 269)  
 
Full-text articles excluded due to focus on non-methodological aspects   
(n = 222) 
 
Full-text articles assessed for eligibility  
(n = 47) 
 
Studies included in qualitative synthesis  
(n = 33) 
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higher institution's landscape. The summaries of the major findings are further 
elaborated in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Identification of theme sources 
# Themes Sources 
1 Globalization Apple 2001; Meredith 2008; Rees- Stroud 2001; Lee 2005 
2 Income Generation  
and Financial Implication 
Sara 2017; Bjorn 2012; Timothy Church et al., 2003, Ahmad et al. 
2007 
3 Institutional Policies Sara 2017 
4 Knowledge Management  
and Learning Innovation 
Sara 2017; Bloom 2016; Sedgwig 2005 
5 Governance in  
Institutional Restructuring 
Sara 2017; Bloom 2016; Timothy Church et al., 2003; Mader 2013 , 
Ahmad et al. 2007 
6 Synergy Meredith 2008; Marklein 2016 
7 Leadership (Achanga et al., 2006; Agili & Okibo, 2015; Ahmad et al., 2013; 
Balzer et al., 2015; Cano et al., 2014; Duong, 2015; Emiliani & Stec, 
2005; Event & Paper, 2010; Ferrer-Balas et al., 2008; Hines & 
Lethbridge, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2004; Liker, 2004; Litalien et al., 
2009; Lussier, 2009; Mader et al., 2013; Radnor, 2010; Scherrer-
Rathje et al., 2009; Timothy Church et al., 2003) 
8 Research Sara 2017; Sara 2017 
9 Information and  
Communication  
Technology 
Bloom 2016; Inzelt 2004; Francis 2003; Ragsdale-Harrington 2004, 
Ahmad et al. 2007 
10 Decision Making Bjorn 2012 
11 Communication  Bjorn 2012 
12 Culture Agili 2015, Ahmad et al. 2007 
 
Eight (8) most pertinent factors from thirty-three (33) studies are considered viable to 
determine the transformation success in the higher education sector as were highlighted 
by most authors in most continents. Findings also found that the least researched factors 
were institutional policies, communication, decision making, and culture in regards to 
higher education perspective, but were considered as the most at the manufacturing and 
healthcare sector. Figure 2 shows how authors arrived at the concluded themes while the 
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Figure 2: Themes Eligibility 
 
 
 Most studies (Church et al., 2003; Hines et al., 2004; Liker, 2004; Leithwood 2004; 
Lussier 2005; Achanga et al., 2006; Steele 2007; Antony 2007; Cano 2008; Balas et al. 2008; 
Naslund 2008; Scherrer-Rathje et al., 2009) Williams, 2009; Balzer, 2010; Liberia, 2010; 
Emiliani, 2012; Antony et al., 2012; Radnor and Osborn, 2013; Antony, 2014; Balzer et al., 
2015; Agili, 2015; Duong, 2015; Mader, 2013) agreed that successful implementation 
requires the commitment of top management. In this study, commitment of top 
management is translated as the leadership quality which is the heart issue in any 
organization and mostly considered in research. Liker (2004, p.306) quoted that “if the top 
is not driving the transformation, it will not happen”. Mader (2013), Cano (2008), Williams 
(2009) claimed that the basis of leadership is required in the historical and present 
development of a university. Leadership may also be a driving force when the leader sees 
transformation as a method of passing on his/her legacy to the organisation (Ferrer-Balas 
et al., 2008; Mader, Scott, & Abdul Razak, 2013). This statement is supported by Elliott & 
Goh (2013) stating that leadership is the most pervasive influence on organizational 
learning effects. 
 At the organization level, management leaders are deemed as change specialists 
where they are responsible of effectively actualizing the change. Leadership role is 
important in designing the university’s policies which are the core values of an 
organization that determines the direction of the university as mentioned by Sara 2017. 
In an industrial context, the university can also be classified as a business entity whereby, 
students are considered as prospects for businesses. As stated by Leithwood et al. (2004), 
the reformation of educational institution success factors is dependent on the motivations 
and capacities of leadership in universities/ schools. Having a motivated team of 
educators and a management team with high leadership qualities, the university will be 
bound to possess clear objectives and purpose on what is required for success. Leithwood 
et al. (2004) also added that leadership in the education system is robust in setting up a 
clear course or program to enable a better understanding of those in the academic system 
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and clear pathways will also assist lecturers in designing course outlines which match 
the pedagogical objectives and are aligned to the university policies and industrial needs. 
Moreover, leadership in the university administration is also important to establish the 
standards of key performance index besides assisting the administration in tracking the 
progress and performance of the education system (Leithwood, K. et al., 2004). Lussier 
(2005) added that leaders must also be able to develop a support system in the 
organization. In the education system, strong support from the management is a 
reflection of the leadership capacity in the sector. Leaders should be able to provide 
support to the academicians in performing their job to the best of their ability. Sufficient 
resources and support are necessary for the workforce to enhance their creativity and 
motivation. Leaders should ensure that the organization works within the range of 
conditions and incentives that fully support rather than inhibit the process of teaching 
and learning. 
 The organization's vision and mission need to be aligned to the organization's 
objectives to enable the strategic enhancement of its role in educating and producing 
skilled workers for the professional labour market. Apple (2001) claimed that 
globalization has influenced cultural institutions, the global economy as well as political 
systems. Thus, education is seen as a strong competitive platform in many societies. 
According to Meredith & Burkle (2008), globalization has become the backbone in 
enabling institutions to perform more efficiently.  
 The forces of globalization have driven nations to initiate policy reforms in order 
to ensure the excellence, relevance and marketability of the higher education system 
while the local ethnic polarizations work in diagonally opposite directions by demanding 
equal opportunities, access and treatment. Walford et al. (2002) describe this evolving 
scenario in higher education as “the social transformation that has entailed a fundamental 
restructuring of the organization of higher education itself”. According to Lee (2005), the 
essence of the restructuring process is a redefinition of the relationship between the 
university, the state, and the market, and a drastic reduction of institutional autonomy. 
The restructuring of higher education is happening in many countries through cultural 
diffusion and institutional isomorphism. However, this does not mean that all higher 
education systems are uniform in these changes since there are varied responses to these 
globalisation forces depending on the politics, economy, culture, and the structural 
features of the particular education system. Campbell (2018) also mentioned that 
globalization had become an effective weapon for the higher education transformation 
process. 
 
4.1 Income Generation and Financial Implication 
The financial implications of the expansion of higher education have always been 
managed by governments through a substantial reduction in public funding for each 
student, requiring these institutions to reshape their internal organization and practices. 
To be a university student or a member of the staff involves constant changes within the 
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working environment. The impacts of the substitution of student grants with loans and 
the more recent introduction of fees for undergraduates have further transformed 
student’s experience of higher education. Currently, higher education institutions are 
becoming more dependent on their entrepreneurial capacity for revenue through student 
enrolments and research grants, commercialization of product contracts as well as 
endowments. In other words, the constraints of financial means available for post-
secondary education gave rise to the privatization of higher education (Slaughter 1998; 
Carnoy 2000).  
 Higher education contributes to improved national income through diverse 
channels. To begin with, the labour force participation rates among degree holders are 
significantly higher than those who are less educated. An equally important fact is that 
unemployment rates are lower among university graduates than secondary school 
graduates. This factor certainly increases the demand for higher education since the 
opportunity cost of seeking higher education does not seem too much when compared 
to the level of unemployment among secondary school graduates. Thus, enrolling in 
tertiary education is deemed to be less costly and is a way of reducing unemployment 
chances. Higher educated talents are generally paid more, leading to an increased 
average income among those with education. The capacity building and knowledge-
driven production of goods and services in the labour market also increase the demand 
for more educated manpower equipped with the skills of the century. 
 
4.2 Knowledge Management and Learning Innovation  
The concept of e-learning has taken off as a lens through which to study put innovation 
for teaching and learning on technology-enhanced learning (TEL) in higher education. 
Technological learning plays an important role in firms' competitive success, supporting 
their ability to develop maintain and exploit dynamic core competencies, besides 
leveraging firms to pursue technology-based strategies (Kocoglu et al., 2012; Rathi et al., 
2016). Knowledge is becoming an increasingly popular commodity between nations. The 
growth of the knowledge-based economy and the state of globalisation has induced 
competition among employers and institutions worldwide for the best brains. Several 
economic and social factors encourage international student mobility and competition 
between countries for foreign students (Clark and Sedgwick, 2005, OECD 2004a), 
encouraging the traditional form of cross-border flow in higher education involves the 
migration of students from one country to another to advance their studies.  
 The Malaysian private higher education sector has been attempting to adopt the 
higher education system of developed nations since the mid-1990. Through this 
adaptation, numerous international campuses have been set up to cater for a vast 
majority of local and international students. Malaysia is currently viewed as an 
educational hub by foreign partners who are keen to work towards a mutual solution for 
both parties. In addition to investing new faculty positions and launching targeted fund-
raising activities, a prominent response to knowledge change at the local campus level is 
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to alter the academic structure by constantly updating the selection of courses, degree 
programs, and departments. While knowledge change in higher education is often 
viewed as an inertia or expansion, higher education professionals understand the threat 
of selective consolidation and program elimination in terms of insufficient centrality, 
quality or cost-effectiveness (Bailey et al., 2003).  
 
4.3 Management Changes 
Human habits and satisfaction with their current performance, status and situation will 
initially create resistance to change (Mainardes et al., 2011). Compliant behaviours do not 
assist in making institutional change initiatives successful. Thus, the improvement of 
managerial productivity is central to institutional restructuring as many institutions 
could not afford to manage change. Management changes is often due to the 
advancement of technology, change in production techniques, change in customers and 
stakeholders behaviour, economic changes, as well as business activities that force 
institutions to initiate change for sustainability (Thakur & Mangla, 2019). Most beneficial 
management change can be realised through organization structure, organization 
employees, specific business technology, production techniques and administration 
restructuring (Hamraz et al., 2013; Hashim, 2017). 
 
4.4 Governance in Institutional Restructuring 
Institutional restructuring is defined as changes in both governance and management of 
institutions. Governance involves structures and forms of decision-making, while 
administrations carry out the implementation of decisions. Lee (2002) mentioned that 
institutional restructuring is related to performance, control of the institution, and 
decision making, thus providing specific structures for direction in fulfilling the 
expectation and obligation of the institution. On the other hand, Cadbury Report (1992) 
defined governance as a framework in which an organization is directed and control. 
Shariffuddin et al. (2017) indicates the keys to successful transformation are governance, 
academics career and academic activities involving various types of HEIs, academics’ 
identity leadership supports and strategies. Varghese & Martin (2013) mentioned that 
new governance model is recommended wherein the University leaders needs to be 
given autonomy in decision-making and finances to focus more on funding and the 
branding of university, plays the role of the custodian of academics, research and 
students to sustain its performance and operation.  
 
4.5 Synergy 
Synergising all activities and continuous initiatives between the alliance of higher 
learning institutions, community engagement, industries, intelligent strategic partners 
are some of the influencing variables in the corporate governance essence. Various 
rankings consider combinations of measures of funding and endowment, research 
excellence and/or influence, specialization expertise, admissions, student options, award 
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numbers, internationalization, graduate employment, industrial linkage, historical 
reputation and other criteria and mostly evaluating institutional research output. 
Meredith & Burkle (2008) mentioned that the strategy of the organization needs to be 




From the thematic analysis conducted, it was founded that most pertinent indicators that 
reflect higher education success in transformation is leadership factors. 20 out of 33 
studies (60.61%) indicates that leadership the most important components in the 
transformation process for most higher education institutions. The emergence of higher 
learning institution as influential factors in talent development is the main agenda in the 
national development plans of most countries including Malaysia (Morsidi, 2009). Most 
authors (Achanga et al., 2006; Agili & Okibo, 2015; Ahmad et al., 2013; Balzer et al., 2015; 
Cano et al., 2014; Duong, 2015; Emiliani & Stec, 2005; Event & Paper, 2010; Ferrer-Balas 
et al., 2008; Hines & Lethbridge, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2004; Liker, 2004; Litalien et al., 
2009; Lussier, 2009; Mader et al., 2013; Radnor, 2010; Scherrer-Rathje et al., 2009; Timothy 
Church et al., 2003) mentioned that leadership factor is the core importance of all major 
industries including higher education which is highly required to transform the countries 
into a developed nation. Consequently, the higher education system has undergone 
multiple rounds of transformations- embarked on a structural transformation of its 
economy with the agenda of human capital development taking the center stage in the 
transformation agendas.  
 Undoubtedly, the management of higher education institutions may encounter 
some difficulties in handling transformation. In addition to a difficult political climate 
and diminished public confidence, financial constraints loom largely alongside the 
pressure of alternative structural and resource commitments in various knowledge areas. 
Deliberations over academic restructuring and resource reallocation may seem endless – 
often bogged down by inadequate processes which lack substance and likely 
consequences of proposed changes. The unprecedented public scrutiny of the academic 
enterprise exacerbates tensions on campus between proponents of different academic 
areas, between those responsible for planning and those responsible for safeguarding 
faculty governance, as well as between those who advocate compliance with external 
demands for demonstrated accountability and those who argue for resistance.  
 The intermingling of academic considerations with wider economic and political 
concerns suggests that deliberations over the reorganization of academic units are most 
likely to be ongoing. At the same time, little is known about the consequences of 
structural and material resource shifts in academic areas, for students and the society at 
large. Moreover, it is uncertain whether any shared sense of institutional purpose, the 
basis for interdependence on campuses and the core academic activities of knowledge 
creation, preservation, and transmission will remain viable.  
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6. Conclusion 
 
It can be concluded that from this research, leadership factors emerged as an overarching 
theme and was being critical to ensuring the success of the overall initiative of 
transformation in Higher Education in reality. However, there is little research to 
substantiate this claim that human factor is the major constraint to this transformation 
agenda in the higher education perspective. Nonetheless, the result can be further 
explored to perform a comprehensive study that needs future work including the 
investigation of the interaction and relationship between these themes as well as 
expanding on the current knowledge. 
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